Refractory juvenile idiopathic arthritis: using autologous stem cell transplantation as a treatment strategy.
Cellular immune therapy for severe autoimmune diseases can now be considered when such patients are refractory to conventional treatment. The use of autologous stem cell transplantation (ASCT) to treat human autoimmune diseases has been initiated following promising results in a variety of animal models. Anecdotal observations have been made of autoimmune disease remission in patients who have undergone allogeneic bone marrow transplantation as a result of coincidental haematological malignancies. The possibility of inducing immunological self-tolerance by ASCT is particularly attractive as a means for treating juvenile idiopathic arthritis (JIA). In this disease, ASCT restores self-tolerance both through a cell-intrinsic mechanism, involving the reprogramming of autoreactive T cells, and through a cell-extrinsic mechanism, involving a renewal of the immune balance between CD4+CD25+ regulatory T cells and other T cells. This review describes the clinical results of ASCT performed for this disease and the possible underlying immunological mechanisms.